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America’s Working Class Majority

An Exclusive Excerpt from the New Book by Michael Zweig

The conventional view of class in the United States today is easily summarized: it doesn't exist. In his provocative new book, The

Working Class Majority: America’s Best Kept Secret, Michael Zweig challenges that view. He argues that social classes and class
relations in the United States not only continue to exist but exert tremendous influence over all of us. Zweig, a professor of economics
at the State University of New York, Stony Brook, explores aspects of class that are usually overlooked or denied, especially the way
classes are structured by economic power. The book
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That is, until recently. Now that HMOs have brought cost control, reengineering, and corporate management practices to the
medical sector, doctors are increasingly subject to
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The professional specialty category divides the ot
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total employed labor force, but they were 12.6 percent of the working class and only 7.8 percent of the middle class. Hispanics were
9.2 percent of all those with jobs, but held only 5.3 percent of middle class positions and 11.3 percent of working class jobs.
(Unfortunately, data for Asian and other minorities are not available.)

We see from all these numbers that women, blacks, and Hispanics are a larger proportion of the working class than they are of
the labor force as a whole. They are by no means absent from middle class positions of authority, but, in general, women and
minorities are in the lower-paid sections of the working class and in the lower ranks of management and professional life, compared
with men or white people. Following this pattern, women and minorities are also found among the capitalists, but their businesses are
small by national standards. The largest black-owned business in 1998 had sales under $400 million.™

If we look at the class structure of the United States, then, we see that neither the working nor the middle class is uniform in
gender, racial, or ethnic composition. Each class presents a mosaic. Looking at the mosaic another way, we see that gender, racial, and
ethnic groups are also not uniform. Each is divided by class. This complex set of relationships and identities is what we have to sort
through to make sense of and then influence the politics and economics of U.S. society.

Class Ambiguities

The majority of people are in the working class, those who do the direct work of production and who typically have little control over
their jobs and no supervisory authority over others. The working class is the clear majority of the labor force, 62 percent. At the top of
the class order, controlling the big business apparatus, is the capitalist class, about 2 percent of the labor force. A small fraction of the
capitalist class operates on a national scale, and an even smaller network of several tens of thousands of interlocking directors among
the largest of businesses is the core of the national ruling class. Between the capitalist class and t
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What class does the “independent” limo driver belong to? The question is not rhetorical; the answer controls whether the
drivers can organize a union and force the company to negotiate a collective bargaining agreement. In 1997, when drivers at one
company wanted to organize, the company claimed they were independent contractors, not employees, and so not protected by labor
law that gives workers the right to organize unions and requires their employer to negotiate in good faith. But the National Labor
Relations Board, the federal agency that decides these disputes, dismissed the company's claim and ordered a union representation
election. The drivers overwhelmingly voted the union in.*

The ambiguity of such borderline cases, and the wide variety of experience within classes, is testimony
to the fact that classes are not simply boxes or static categories into which we pigeonhole people. Classes are
formed in the dynamics of power and wealth creation and are by their nature a bit messy. Classes are more
complicated, more interesting, and more real than the arbitrary income levels used to define class in the
conventional wisdom.

Table 1. The Working Class Majority (millions of persons, 1996)

Occupational Category Total Working class (no.) Working class (%)

Executive, administrative, 17.7 0 0
and managerial

Professional specialty 18.8 15 8

Technicians and 3.9 2.9 74
related support

Sales 15.4 6.8 44

Administrative support 18.3 17.6 96

Services 17.2 15.8 92

Precision production, 13.6 12.6 93
craft, and repair

Operators, fabricators, 18.2 18.2 100
and laborers

Farming, forestry, 3.6 2.0 55
and fishing

Unemployed 7.2 5.4 75

Total 133.9 82.8 62
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This article is excerpted from the book, The Working Class Majority: America’s Best Kept Secret, by Michael Zweig, published by
Cornell University Press in Spring 2000. Copyright © 2000 by Michael Zweig. Excerpted by permission of the publisher, Cornell
University Press, and the author. For more information on this book, its study guide, and the Group for the Study of Working Class
Life, see: www.workingclass.sunysb.edu.
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